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Putting his values on the line comes easily for Steve Mittelsteadt, a senior engineer at Transmission Systems Maintenance (TSM) in Mandan, ND. The soft-spoken Mittelsteadt is deeply involved in The God’s Child Project, anon-profit, non-denominational sponsorship program that uses education to break children out of poverty in Guatemala. Founded in 1991 by Bismarck native Patrick Atkinson, the Project now cares for more than 2,500 children and the basic needs of their families. 

Mittelsteadt’s three trips to Guatemala since 1995 are part of a personal journey of faith and discovery, he says. Born and raised in Mandan, ND, he began working at TSM after graduating from North Dakota State University, Fargo in 1981. “Basin was in the later stages of a construction phase when most of our existing plants, substations and transmission lines were built. I became involved in some “check-out” work at new facilities — testing all of the new equipment before placing it into service,” he says. 

Mittelsteadt has worked on numerous upgrade projects. He enjoys troubleshooting power system protection devices (protective relays) that monitor high-voltage equipment such as transmission lines, transformers, reactors and circuit breakers. 

“Occasionally, one of them will operate incorrectly and needlessly remove equipment from service” -Mittelsteadt says. “The detective work involved in determining why it failed is a great challenge and finding the answer is very rewarding.” 

Then in 1995 Mittelsteadt received a letter from Atkinson requesting donations to buy medical supplies for The God’s Child Project in Guatemala. 

Project founder develops unique program 

Patrick Atkinson says his life of service began at age 14 after he almost drowned. His near-death experience removed “all doubt about the existence of another world beyond,” he says. After attaining college degrees in social work and counseling, he began working in the dumps and slums of Guatemala City to start a program for war orphans. 

Atkinson has survived two knifings; has been shot at, bombed, and extorted; been ill with malaria four times; infected twice with hepatitis and three times with dengue fever; and repeatedly infected with tapeworm, amoebae and lice. Combined with his extensive self-taught engineering and medical skills, Atkinson’s 16-20-hour workdays have helped save more than 8,000 Guatemalan children from poverty and violence. 

Atkinson developed the Bismarck Educational System, a unique personal incentive and support program based on each child’s report card. The children are expected to carry a “B” average in their schoolwork. One-third of the children become honor students, two-thirds finish high school, and 20 percent go on to universities. Amidst the poverty, violence and disease, Atkinson says, “The only possession we own ... is our soul, because it’s the only thing that is permanent. I think the purpose of life is to define the state of our soul, which, of course, is synonymous with defining our relationship to God.” 

Devoted to his nieces and nephews and committed to his church, Mittelsteadt responded to the letter and sponsored a child, Jorge Alberto Rompiche Galvez. 

“God was calling me” 

Mittelsteadt later stopped by the local Project office to drop off a stethoscope for a medical student the Project was sponsoring. “The stateside director for The God’s Child Project at that time, asked me if I wanted to go to Guatemala with a service team,” he recalls. “When she first asked me about it, I questioned why would one want to go down there, meaning, ‘Wouldn’t it be better just to send the money?’ At the time, I wasn’t sure why I did it, but now I’m sure. God was calling me to do it. He had a few lessons waiting for me in Guatemala.” 

During Mittelsteadt’s first trip to Guatemala, he toured the outskirts of the resort town of Antigua. “The slums are mostly shacks made out of plastic, cardboard and corn stalks. No toilets — we walked down dirt paths on hillsides with open sewers running. Infants crawl on the dirt floors, get respiratory infections and die, so our task was pouring concrete floors.” 

For years, Atkinson and Project volunteers worked out of rental properties on the hillsides of a dump. Mittelsteadt says the Guatemalans squatting on the dumps are native Mayans, trying to sell crafts to survive. “When you dig through the garbage, all the stuff that’s usable has already been cleaned out by the people — for their use,” he says. 

He tried using his high school Spanish, but often had to rely on an interpreter. “The children love visitors. As a whole, the natives are very gracious people. We got a lunch hour with more food than we could eat, so we shared it with the children.” 

The Mittelsteadt Library 

A few years later, Project supporters from Texas, Rotary Clubs International, and a private Bismarck donor gave money to fund a complex of buildings called the “Dreamer Center.” The first structure built was a community center, which housed a clinic staffed by volunteer doctors and dentists. “People donate everything, including dentist chairs!” Mittelsteadt says. “My own dentist (Kevin Gilchrist) from Bismarck went down there this past year to work on teeth — the children have very bad teeth. There must be over a hundred people from Bismarck who have worked in Guatemala. Some go every year. 

Mittelsteadt’s commitment eventually grew to putting money toward a major project: a library for the children. “North Dakota State Auditor Bob Peterson approached me in 1998 and asked if I would help start an endowment fund for the Project — a permanent fund where you don’t spend the core money and just use some interest off it to get some cash flow going. He and I talked about me donating a fairly a large sum. I had been saving money for a car but I thought, ‘Well, I can get by with the car I’ve got.”’ Before Mittelsteadt had a chance to make -the donation, he left for Guatemala with a service team 

‘When Mittelsteadt arrived, the Project was building a second structure, the Rotary Education Building, at the Dreamer Center. ‘They wanted a third story on it for a library,” Mittelsteadt says. “It’s cheaper to put up all the floors at one time, so I was asked to donate money for the library. I said, ‘Sure, if that’s what you need,’ and gave -money to build that third floor. Peg Ahlness donated money for desks, furnishings and books for the library. Then I was notified that they had named it The Mittelsteadt Library. 

While working with Rich Fockler, a retired Basin Electric manager, and Chuck Reichert of BNI Coal, in Guatemala in February 2000, Mittelsteadt was shown a hand-designed wall plaque inscribed with his name on the library wall. He and other donors were honored at a ceremony at the Rotary Education Building. 

Mittelsteadt also does fundraising and recognition events for the Project at home. “Volunteers are from everywhere — any place where Pat’s message has been heard,” he says. “My own participation is deeply rooted in my religious beliefs, but Pat’s approach isn’t evangelizing except to show children how to adopt behaviors that lead to making better choices, and having opportunities for a more meaningful life.” Mittelsteadt says the Project doesn’t have a large staff and needs long-term volunteers who are willing to work there for two or more years. “I’m getting married in August, so I don’t have much time right now to volunteer!” he says. 

Mittelsteadt says if it were not for the fact that he loves his job at Basin Electric, he would be down in Guatemala full time. “The experience really changed me. I have always supported the Project financially, but until I went down there, it really didn’t sink into my heart.... Being a single adult and not having a family or children, I had forgotten about God’s love for His children.” Since the Project is non-denominational, he says the experience has changed how he views faiths other than his own. 

Looking back, Mittelsteadt can hardly believe 20 years have passed. He credits “the great people at Basin I am so fortunate to work with,” as making his professional work so enjoyable. As for his personal growth, he says the example of Christ — “washing his disciples’ feet” — has taken on deeper meaning since he put those Christian principles into practice in Guatemala. 

When asked what Patrick Atkinson brings to the children he serves in Guatemala, Mittelsteadt instantly replied: “Love. He really loves them. In some respects, my trips to Guatemala have really taught me the meaning of what love is all about. It’s given me a deeper appreciation of what I have in this countiy: my family, my brothers and sisters, and the opportunity to grow up within a family.” 
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